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In her interesting paper, Claudia Carlos analyzes the establishment of common ground
through indirectness in two seventeenth-century sermons that criticize their intended
audience. The building of common ground, the author argues, is essential for a
speaker who wants to bring forward ‘safe criticism’. In the paper, the analysis is
grounded in a rhetorical perspective.
In this commentary, I want to approach the building of common ground
through indirectness in order to make criticism safe from a wider, pragmatic
framework. I will show that the phenomena discussed in the paper have a wider
bearing and can be explained by two influential pragmatic theories, the theory of
conversational implicature of Paul Grice (1975), and the theory of politeness of
Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson (1987).
As Paul Grice has shown in his seminal William James lecture Logic and
Conversation, in everyday discourse, lots of things are not said, but conversationally
implicated. How does this work, in Grice’s view? A speaker says something. At that
point in the conversation, what the speaker says does not immediately seem relevant,
informative, clear, or truthful. By assuming that the speaker, nevertheless, adheres to
the Cooperative Principle that instructs conversationalists to be relevant, informative,
clear and truthful, the listener can infer that the speaker means to convey something
else from what he literally says, and he can infer what it is that the speaker means to
convey by hypothesizing an intended meaning that would make the speaker duly
adhere to the Cooperative Principle. The speaker anticipates on this inference and in
this way can convey something else from what he literally says. To illustrate this, let
me adapt an example from the literature about conversational implicature. A asks
“Does James have a girlfriend?” B responds by saying “Well, he goes to Toronto
every weekend”. Taken literally, B’s statement about James’s traveling habits does
not seem a relevant sequel to a question about James’s love life. However, if we
assume that B follows the Cooperative Principle, we may take it that, if not on the
level of what he literally says, then at least on the level of what he intends to convey
with what he says, his response is intended to be relevant to what is required at that
point in the conversation, that is, B’s response will have some bearing on the
preceding question about James’s possession of a girlfriend. Depending on the
knowledge that A and B mutually share about James’s living circumstances, A may
infer from B’s answer that B means to convey that James probably does have a
girlfriend (if both A and B know and know that their co-conversationalist knows that
James is single and works and lives in Windsor) or, as the case may be, that he does
not have a girlfriend (if they both mutually share the knowledge that James is married
and his wife lives in Toronto, while on weekdays he works and resides in Windsor).
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Two elements in Grice’s theory of conversational implicature are relevant for
the findings reported by Ms Carlos. Firstly, as Grice argues, indirect meaning resides
not in what is said, but in the fact of it having been said at a particular point on a
particular occasion. Bossuet’s and Donne’s sermons provide an eloquent example.
Why did Bossuet choose to open his sermon with a reference to the Roman emperors,
what might be the relevance of such a reference? To begin with, the reference is
followed by a comparison of the triumphant entries of these emperors to that of
another King, Jesus Christ, with the latter emphatically valued over the former. That
cotext, then, lends some relevance to this reference. However, the question still
remains: one does not idly talk of the pomp and circumstance of Roman emperors in
contrast to the humility of another king. The comparison must have some relevance,
and the listener, following the Cooperative Principle, duly seeks to establish this
relevance, by looking at the circumstances of utterance. In doing this, first of all, he
may take into account that the occasion is that of a sermon, which means that what is
said is meant to provide guidance to the moral and spiritual life of the audience and
may serve as a parable from which some learning can be taken. Secondly, he may
realize that the occasion includes a King in the audience, to whom the comparison of
the triumphal procession style of the two kings that are being portrayed must have
something to convey in particular.
And here we touch on the second element in Grice’s theory that is relevant for
the analysis Ms Carlos carried out. As we saw in the conversation about James’s love
life analyzed earlier, the mechanism of conversational implicature presupposes and
invokes mutually shared knowledge. Ms Carlos aptly points out that both the speaker
and the audience know that the life-style of King Louis XIV up till then more
resembled that of the Roman emperors than that of the true King, of Christianity, and
it is this common ground that enables the audience to attribute to the seemingly
harmless comparison a more pungent meaning. Mutatis mutandis, the same holds for
Donne’s sermon to Queen Anne, where the mutually shared knowledge of the
Queen’s secret Catholicism enables the audience to interpret the reading that Donne
gives of two biblical passages as criticism directed against her. In both sermons,
moreover, as the paper convincingly shows, the common ground of Christian culture
and Christian values is invoked. The invocation of common ground, as Ms Carlos
points out, makes this common ground present for all participants and thus creates a
bond between speaker and audience, which softens the criticism and combines with
the indirection in making it safe.
In addition to Grice’s theory of conversational implicature, for explaining the
phenomenon of safe criticism, Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness is highly
relevant. Participants in conversation, these authors argue, try as much as possible to
keep face and give face to their co-conversationalists. Even when they perform speech
acts that threaten the face of either themselves or their listeners, speakers try as much
as possible to keep intact the face of all concerned. Obviously, criticism can be
considered to be a face threatening act if ever there was one.
In order to preserve the face of all concerned when performing a face
threatening act, according to Brown and Levinson, speakers may apply two kinds of
strategy. Firstly, they can employ positive politeness. One of the most important
strategies of positive politeness is seeking to create a bond between speaker and
listener. One way of forging this bond is by invoking common ground. Claudia Carlos
thoroughly showed how this is done in the two sermons she analyzes. A bond can also
be forged by invoking shared group membership. This type of strategy, also, is amply
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illustrated in her paper. Bossuet’s sermon, in particular, contains many instances of
this latter strategy. In addition to the examples to which Ms Carlos already drew our
attention, we might point to the four rhetorical questions addressed at Chrétiens. It is
typical for rhetorical questions that they invoke common ground and shared group
membership: the answer being evident to every insider. In addition to the use of nous
and nôtre pointed out by Ms Carlos, the address Mes Frères is a strong means to bind
speaker and audience together, as well. The second sermon, as the author indicates,
contains less of these devices. In fact, the audience, that is, Queen Anne, is directly
addressed and accused of profane and counterfeit tears, corrupt and ill intended sighs,
and execrable and blasphemous oaths. The grounding in scripture that Claudia Carlos
points to as a mitigating device and as a reminder of shared group membership does to
me not seem quite so helpful in this case, as, in spite of the fact that both Anglicans
and Catholics are Christians, they are emphatically placed in different camps in the
sermon. The reference to Maria Magdalene, portrayed as a repenting female sinner
and a victim, does not seem to me so much to forge a bond, either, as the bad of the
Tulerunt in which she figures is surpassed by the worse of the Abjecerunt which,
following the momentous ‘But’ as it is, carries the full weight of the speaker’s
position.
The second type of strategy that, according to Brown and Levinson, a speaker
may employ in executing a face threatening act is negative politeness, the prime
means of which is indirectness. Ms Carlos has made it abundantly clear in her paper
that, in the two sermons she analyzes, indirectness is the prime saving grace. In the
case of these sermons, we have to do with a particular type of indirectness, one might
add, the one that Brown and Levinson call hinting. Hinting is an off-record strategy
that has the advantage of allowing a double meaning, in such a way that the
theoretical possibility exists that the speaker did not intend to convey what he appears
to convey.
Claudia Carlos, then, has given a persuasive rhetorical analysis of the devices at work
in Bossuet’s and Donne’s sermons. In these comments, I have tried to show how two
pragmatic theories may help to further explain the use of these devices and to place
the use of them in a wider perspective. Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory may
be of use in explaining to what aim the devices are used. Grice’s theory of
conversational implicature may help to explain in what way they serve their purpose.
The devices we find in the two sermons analyzed by Ms Carlos are a powerful
illustration of the every-day discursive devices that these two pragmatic theories
pertain to.
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